THE    AMERICAN    PRESIDENTS
During Van Buren's Presidency, he was offered the Attorney-
Generalship, but preferred his post in the Senate. Under
President Polk, he became Secretary of State, and in 1849,
when the Whigs came into office, Buchanan bought a
country estate in Pennsylvania and prepared for a life of
retirement. In four years, however, his party was back in
power, and President Pierce sent him as Minister to
England. His most important diplomatic problem at the
Court of St. James was the question of his own wardrobe.
The American Secretary of State had just issued a circular
to the effect that Ministers should appear only in "the
simple dress of an American citizen," instead of in the uni-
form previously prescribed, except when such dress was
found to interfere with his conduct. Buchanan, attempting
to conform to those ambiguous instructions, was very
nearly excluded from Court functions. In the end, he
interpreted "the simple dress of an American citizen" as
including a plain dress sword, with the help of which he
hoped, at any rate, to be distinguishable.
The only other event of interest during Buchanan's
diplomatic career was the "Ostend Manifesto" of 1854.
Buchanan and the American Ministers at Madrid and
Paris issued this singular document without authority
from Washington. The Manifesto suggested that the time
had come for the United States to buy Cuba from Spain,
adding that if Spain refused to sell, the United States
would have every right to seize the island. Puerile as the
performance was from the point of view of diplomacy, it
tad a gratifying effect on Buchanan's career. For the
annexation of Cuba had long been a Southern ambition;
and, although nothing came of the Ostend Manifesto
(except embarrassment to Washington), Southern states-
men had their attention called to still another Northern
Democrat who seemed to be amenable to their influence.
This, combined with the fact that Buchanan was out of the
country during the bitter quarrels over the Kansas-Nebraska
Bill, secured him the Democratic nomination in 1856.
His election followed as a matter of course.
lain1 may have wondered about the fate of Cuba when
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